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Hurricanes Wilma and Stan brought significant environmental damage to southern Mexico, in
addition to the economic devastation to the regional economies. Both storms stalled for days over
a large area of Mexico, bringing heavy rain and severe flooding to several states. Stan caused its
most significant damage to Veracruz and Chiapas, (see SourceMex, 2005-10-12), while the impact of
Wilma was greatest in the Yucatan Peninsula (see SourceMex, 2005-11-02).
The Secretaria de Medio Ambiente y Recursos Naturales (SEMARNAT) said the hurricanes
damaged several areas designated as protected areas. Stan, which landed in Veracruz state in
early October, knocked down at least 10,000 trees in Los Tuxtlas Natural Biosphere, which harbors
important mangrove ecosystems and is considered the northernmost jungle in the Americas.
"Los Tuxtlas has enormous biodiversity that is rivaled by few other areas in Mexico," said the
international organization Parkswatch. "Nine forest vegetation types have been identified, including
deciduous forest, oak forest, mangrove, savannah, high evergreen forests, evergreen lowland forests,
mid-elevation semi-deciduous forest, pine forest, and coastal vegetation."
Biosphere manager Jose Antonio Gonzalez Azuara said one of the immediate tasks is to collect seeds
from the fallen trees to help promote reforestation. He noted that some areas would take 15 years or
longer to recover fully. Wilma, which smashed into the Yucatan Peninsula in late October, damaged
more than 500,000 hectares of trees on the Yucatan Peninsula. The storm caused destruction in
eleven of the 19 natural preserves in Yucatan and Quintana Roo states, including the Tulum, Yum
Balam, Otoch Ma'ax Yetel Kooh, and Sian Ka'an tropical forests; the Rio Lagartos and Isla Contoy
coastal ecosystems; and the Banco Chinchorro, Puerto Morelos, Cozumel, and Isla Mujeres coral
reefs.
The most visible damage from Wilma was on coastal ecosystems, including several beaches. By
some estimates, the hurricane swept away as much as 90% of Cancun's famous white-sand beaches.
"Only sun and rocks were left behind," a Cancun environmental spokesperson told the Bloomberg
news agency.
The hurricane not only dispersed sand from area beaches, but also swept municipal garbage into
coastal areas and sensitive wildlife habitats. "The most significant damage from an environmental
standpoint was to the coastal areas," said Environment Secretary Jose Luis Luege Tamargo, who
visited the Yucatan Peninsula in the aftermath of Wilma. "Some of the damage may be irreversible."

Poor environmental practices worsened damage
Critics said the environmental damage from Wilma and Stan could have been reduced significantly
if the Mexican government had adopted certain practices to prevent degradation to the area's
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forests and beaches. For example, the Los Tuxtlas Biosphere was already under siege from illegal
logging and other human activities. "More than 50% of the biosphere's 155,000 ha is affected by
deforestation," said the daily newspaper El Universal.
Environmental advocate Talli Nauman, who writes a weekly column in the Mexico City Englishlanguage newspaper The Herald, said the problem is prevalent throughout the areas affected by
Stan and Wilma. "With the ground cover diminished in deforested areas, erosion already well
under way prior to hurricane events results in reduced soil absorption of rain and more dangerous
speeds of runoff storm waters," said Nauman, founder and co-director of Journalism to Raise
Environmental Awareness. "In the high-velocity runoff streams, tons of topsoil are carried along,
burying and ruining all in their way."
Nauman said successive Mexican governments have favored development over conservation,
which has contributed significantly to the problem. "Given Mexico's history of conservation policy
negligence and its current score of fifth-highest in deforestation rates on the planet, is it any wonder
then that tens of thousands of people in the hurricane-affected zones have lost everything?" said
Nauman.
During his visit to the areas devastated by Wilma, Luege announced that SEMARNAT would
be implementing a new tourism-management plan for Yucatan and Quintana Roo states, where
scientific and environmental considerations would take precedence in developing tourism-related
facilities. The environment secretary acknowledged that many hotels and other tourist-oriented
developments in Cancun, the Riviera Maya, and other locations were erected in environmentally
sensitive areas, not only causing destruction to the local ecosystems but also leaving these facilities
vulnerable to hurricanes. "We are talking about 30 years of bad policy, where many ill-advised
decisions were taken," said Luege. "The first was to build hotels on the sand dunes...and the second
was to cause destruction to mangroves."
Development of the tourism infrastructure was especially active in Cancun and the Riviera Maya
during the 1990s. That growth, ironically, followed the destruction caused by Hurricane Gilbert in
Cancun in 1988. "Government authorities and Mexican and foreign business interests ignored this
warning from Mother Nature," said Ivan Restrepo, a political columnist for the Mexico City daily
newspaper La Jornada.
Restrepo said the only government official to attempt to control the heavy development in Cancun
and Riviera Maya was former environment secretary Victor Lichtinger, who served during the first
three years of President Vicente Fox's administration. "Lichtinger was not able to bring order to
development in Cancun and the Riviera Maya because of strong opposition from other Cabinet
members and from the regional economic powers and their allies, the PRI-run state and local
governments," said Restrepo.
Lichtinger did have some minor successes during his tenure at SEMARNAT. In 2001, he was
instrumental in halting the construction of five hotels in a protected area south of Cancun (see
SourceMex, 2001-08-22).
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Scientists say Mexico contributing to global warming
Some Mexican scientists are also criticizing the Fox administration for doing little to help combat
global warming, which they say may have increased water temperatures in the Caribbean and Gulf
of Mexico, contributing to the record number of hurricanes in the Atlantic. The Mexican government
signed the Kyoto Protocol on climate change (see SourceMex, 2005-03-02), but has yet to implement
most of the recommendations that come with that commitment, said Rodolfo Lacy, a researcher for
the Centro Mario Molina.
"We have started to give some priority to improving water and forests," Lacy said in early
November during an interview with the Mexico City daily newspaper El Universal. "But we are still
neglecting some areas like air quality and emissions, which are responsible for the warming of the
planet and the catastrophes that we experienced in our country last month."
Lacy noted that neither the state run-oil company PEMEX nor the government electrical utility
Comision Federal de Electricidad (CFE) have set goals to reduce air contaminants. "The two
companies also have not participated in international efforts to develop technologies that would
help them improve their environmental performance," said Lacy. (Sources: www.parkswatch.org;
The Guardian-London, 10/27/05; The Herald-Mexico City, 10/28/05, 10/31/05; Reforma, 10/24/05,
11/02/05; La Jornada, 10/31/05, 11/04/05, 11/08/05; El Universal, 11/04/05, 11/08/05; La Crisis,
11/10/05)

-- End --

©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 3 of 3

